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Abstract
This paper revealed the result of research regarding the position of 
teacher, focusing on the importance of empowering teacher of reli-
gious education in multicultural society, such as Indonesia. Meth-
odologically, it is a qualitative undertaking of literary research. 
Employing the technique of content analysis this study scrutinized 
features of multicultural society, exemplary profile of teacher of re-
ligious education, as well as how to empower this kind of teacher 
in order to fit in with diverse society. The findings of this research 
are, multicultural society can be understood as a society which 
consists of several cultural communities with their overlapping but 
distinct conception of the world, system of meaning, values, forms 
of social organizations, histories, customs and practices. The ide-
alized profile of teacher of religious education is a type of teacher 
who meets the certain qualifications prescribed by Islamic teach-
ings and guided by the law and regulation in Indonesia, in partic-
ular.  Teacher of religious education have a very important role in 
preparing students to be good citizens in a multicultural society. 
Therefore the teacher of religious education must have awareness 
that he or she is part of a multicultural society. The teacher should 
be empowered to instill in his or her students an inclusive religious 
understanding to make them tolerant and respectful of other peo-
ple of different cultures and religions, which is essential in order to 
strengthen harmony and national unity.
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Makalah ini mengungkapkan hasil penelitian mengenai posisi 
guru, berfokus pada pentingnya memberdayakan guru pendidikan 
agama dalam masyarakat multikultural, seperti Indonesia. Secara 
metodologis, ini adalah sebuah upaya penelitian literatur (kualita-
tif). Dengan menggunakan teknik content analysis penelitian ini 
menganalisa features  masyarakat multikultural, profil ideal guru 
pendidikan agama, serta bagaimana memberdayakan guru sema-
cam ini agar sesuai dengan kondisi masyarakat yang beraneka rag-
am. Temuan penelitian ini adalah, masyarakat multikultural dapat 
dipahami sebagai masyarakat yang terdiri dari beberapa komu-
nitas budaya dengan konsepsi yang tumpang tindih tapi berbeda 
tentang dunia, sistem makna, nilai, bentuk organisasi sosial, sejar-
ah, adat istiadat dan praktek. Profil ideal guru pendidikan agama 
adalah jenis guru yang memenuhi kualifikasi tertentu yang diten-
tukan oleh ajaran Islam dan dipandu oleh hukum dan peraturan 
di Indonesia, khususnya. Guru pendidikan agama memiliki peran 
yang sangat penting dalam mempersiapkan murid-murid untuk 
menjadi warga negara yang baik di tengah masyarakat multiku-
lural. Oleh karena itu guru pendidikan agama harus memiliki ke-
sadaran bahwa ia adalah bagian dari masyarakat multikultural. 
Guru tersebut harus diberdayakan untuk menanamkan dalam diri 
muridnya pemahaman keagamaan yang inklusif untuk membuat 
mereka toleran dan hormat pada orang lain yang berbeda kultur 
dan agama, ini penting dilakukan agar dapat mempekuat harmoni 
dan kesatuan nasional.
Keywords: education; multicultural society; religious education; 
teacher; tolerance.
Introduction
Indonesia is one of the biggest multicultural countries in the 
world. Indonesia’s population adheres to religions and beliefs 
as diverse as Islam, Christianity, Catholicism, Hinduism, Bud-
dhism, Confucianism and various cults. All is put within a single 
clump of the Republic of Indonesia (NKRI). This diversity can 
be considered as the potency and uniqueness owned by Indone-
sia as a great nation. 
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However, the diversity and uniqueness are so far had no 
place in the process of nation-building, they are often recog-
nized as the cause of the problems facing this nation today such 
as corruption, collusion, nepotism, political conflict, poverty, vi-
olence, separatism and so on. Richness and diversity of religion, 
ethnicity, and culture in Indonesia are like a double-edged knife. 
On the one hand, this is a wealth of treasures that should be 
maintained and give the feel and dynamics for the nation, but on 
the other hand, it can also be a starting point of dispute, vertical 
and horizontal conflicts (Baidhawy 2005, 21). 
In fact, diversity in a community can provide positive energy 
when it is used as capital to build a nation together in a relation-
ship of mutual giving and receiving, but otherwise if diversity is 
framed by the interpretation which is based on a symbol that 
binds or pressing where prejudice, suspicion, bias, and reduc-
tion of the outside group exists then it will just be a time-bomb 
which can destroy structure and pillar of nationality (Hilmy 
2003, 333).
History has told us that negative attitude toward diversity 
has caused misery for a human being and causing some conflicts. 
Such conflicts took place in many parts of the world ranging 
from the west to the east, and from the north to the south. To 
mention some names of country, ethnic conflict broke out in 
Serbia, Zaire, Rwanda, Sudan, Russia, Sri Lanka, India and even 
Indonesia. Having an ill feeling in difference of race, culture, 
ethnic group, faith and religion triggered such conflicts. Any 
country or state having such heterogeneous and plural society is 
vulnerable to be suffered by such conflicts, including Indonesia.
Indonesia is a big country and one of the most populous 
countries in the world. Based on the national census of 2010 its 
population reached the number of 237.64 million (BPS 2012). 
However, according to recent estimates (from various institu-
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tions), Indonesia is estimated to have more than 260 million 
inhabitants in 2017 (“Population of Indonesia - Demographic 
Composition” 2017). It becomes the big four in the world in 
terms of a number of citizens. 
Regarding religion, Islam is the religion adhered by the ma-
jority of people in Indonesia, followed by Christianity, Hindu-
ism, and Buddhism. Approximately 207.2 million individuals 
(87.2 percent) of the total population of Indonesia are Muslims. 
Meanwhile, 16.5 million (6.9 percent of the population) are 
Protestants, and another 6.9 million individuals (2.9 percent of 
the population) are Catholics, and 4 million people (1.7 per-
cent of the population) are Hindus. In addition to that, there 
exist small minorities of Buddhists and those who practice Con-
fucianism the most members of which are Chinese community 
(“Population of Indonesia - Demographic Composition” 2017). 
From this quantity we just can say that Indonesia is one the 
biggest countries in the world consisting of diverse and multi-
cultural society.
Being aware that Indonesia consists of plural society it is 
crucial to have a better understanding of the concept of multi-
culturalism in order that they can live together side by side in 
peace and harmony. Thus, introducing the concept of multicul-
turalism to the citizen is helpful to prevent tensions in society. 
The best and effective manner to educate people is through mul-
ticultural education. Thus, multicultural education can be seen 
as a response to the diversity of the population.
Basically, multicultural education is an education that re-
spects diversity so that it will not be a source of conflict. The 
attitude of mutual tolerance is hoped to make the diversity dy-
namic and enrich the nation’s culture. In this multicultural edu-
cation every civilization and culture is put on the same level and 
equal. There is no culture that is deemed superior to the other; 
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dialog must be taken by every involved party as a mean to solve 
every problem or tension that may occur among the citizens.
It is the fact that now we live in a multicultural society which 
consists of members who have various different norms, customs, 
and tradition as well as beliefs or religions. Living in a multicul-
tural society like Indonesia we have to have an attitude of being 
tolerant of others of different faiths or beliefs.  The best way to 
transmit the practice of tolerance is through the field of educa-
tion. In fact, Islamic religious education can also be utilized as 
a means to transform these values. The main actor in education 
is a teacher because the teacher can mold the mind of his or her 
students to become either radical or tolerant people. That is why 
what we need today is teachers of religious education who have 
a comprehensive understanding on the subject of religion (Is-
lam), having a good character and are willing to promote values 
of tolerance and respect to others. Such a kind of teacher will 
not exist in our society except that we prepare them in a serious 
and gentle manner. To prepare qualified and open-minded teach-
ers of religious education some crucial actions need to be taken. 
Methodologically, this is a qualitative undertaking of liter-
ary research. In this research, three stages of data processing 
were discerned: data collection, data analysis, and data presen-
tation. In the first stage, the author collected all materials con-
taining discussions on the subject be they in the forms of books, 
articles of journals, and or research findings. All available mate-
rials were scrutinized to find out relevant data needed to answer 
the research questions of this study. All these documents were 
considered equal, depending on their relevancy to the topic. It 
is aimed at showing the current state or “state of the art” of 
the science being discussed. This is so to know that the prob-
lem under study has not been adequately addressed. The second 
stage was data analysis. As this study focuses on texts containing 
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information on the subject, it employed the technique of con-
tent analysis, defined as “the study of recorded human commu-
nications, such as books, websites, paintings and laws” (Babbie 
2010, 530) to grasp its real meaning. This technique was used 
for making inferences by identifying specified characteristics of 
messages systematically and objectively (Holsti 1969). The ob-
jective of employing this technique is in order to be able to pres-
ent generalization thus it can give theoretical contribution. Data 
analysis was conducted with the goal of exploring any relevant 
concepts and basic theories and compare them with the problem 
under investigation. The last stage was data presentation which 
was carried out gradually every time the author found out rel-
evant data to the research focus. The processed data were put 
directly into the corresponding parts of the systematized writ-
ing. It is so in order that the writing is structured logically and 
systematically.
This paper revealed the result of concept analysis regarding 
the position of teacher in a diverse and pluralistic society, focus-
ing on the importance of empowering teacher of religious educa-
tion in multicultural society, such as Indonesia. In order to get a 
better understanding on the topic, this study scrutinizes three is-
sues, namely (1) features of multicultural society, (2) exemplary 
profile of teacher of religious education who fits in with diverse 
society, and (3) how to empower this kind of teachers in order 
to carry out their duty effectively and accepted by pluralistic so-
ciety. Conceptually, the result of this study will enrich theoretical 
repertoire of the subject and will be a good reference in terms 
of functioning or empowering teacher of religious education in 
multicultural society.
Brief Overview on Multiculturalism
In Indonesia, the issue of multiculturalism is relatively new 
in academic sphere. At least, it was not until the end of 1998 
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when Soeharto’s regime felt down, that this issue became a hot 
topic among the people. Despite its short period, a lot of works 
have been produced on this topic.  A number of intellectuals have 
paid attention to this notion. The following are some examples 
of writings concerning the issue of multiculturalism. Muham-
mad Ansori Ardiansyah wrote a piece of paper entitled “Konsep 
Pendidikan Multikultural”. Analyzing from a philosophical per-
spective, Irhandayaningsih (2012) did a good study in her article 
under the title “Kajian Filosofis terhadap Multikulturalisme In-
donesia”, and Sopiah (2009) has also given a good contribution 
through her paper “Pendidikan Multikultural dalam Pendidikan 
Islam” in which she examines what the Islamic education can 
do to support this discourse of multicultural education which is 
now becoming a worldwide movement. Meanwhile, a renowned 
Indonesian anthropologist, Parsudi Suparlan (2002) provides us 
with a good guide on this issue. He wrote an article “Menuju 
Masyarakat Indonesia yang Multikultural”.
As indicated by each title of these writings, those scholars 
focused their discussion on multicultural education in Indone-
sia. As many may have known Indonesia is a big nation with 
its diversity. In these studies the respective writers presented the 
history of the concept of multicultural education and the defi-
nition of it, what is meant by it, what prerequisites it demands, 
what should the teacher and managers of educational institution 
prepare to have multicultural education implemented so that a 
better understanding in the student’s mind concerning the diver-
sity and tolerance will be gained.  Indeed, those works give con-
tribution in bringing a better understanding to both lay people 
and academicians in Indonesia in terms of multicultural educa-
tion. This paper will add to the existing studies and contributes 
to figuring out the subject under discussion. In the following 
paragraphs, I will present what constitutes multiculturalism and 
the related topic at length.
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Defining Multiculturalism 
The concept of multiculturalism has increasingly become an 
interesting topic to discuss.  However, many people have dif-
ferent perception and understanding on what the multicultural-
ism really is. The defining of multiculturalism can be filled with 
difficulty, because there are several aspects to this ideology, as 
well as numerous views and perceptions concerning it. However, 
according to McKenzie, upon investigation, it can be seen that 
there are four basic aspects to multiculturalism. Those aspects 
are: (1) Demographic Multiculturalism, (2) Prescriptive Multi-
culturalism, (3) Holistic Multiculturalism, (4) Political Multicul-
turalism (McKenzie 1997). Some considered multiculturalism as 
simply a program giving recognition to ethno-religious group 
and their cultures (Heath and Demireva 2014, 161). Multicul-
turalists advocate the right for other cultures to practice their 
own cultural traditions and “unique” ways of life, and feel that 
this liberalistic view is a fair and just position to take (McKenzie 
1997). 
Pertaining to multiculturalism some definitions can be for-
warded. UNESCO defines multiculturalism as three separate but 
interconnected phenomena. Firstly, multiculturalism is defined as 
“a description of the demographic make-up of modern states”. 
Secondly, multiculturalism is understood as “a set of norms or 
principles that uphold the right of all individuals to equal ac-
cess and ability to participate in social, cultural, economic and 
political life.” Finally, multiculturalism is seen as “a government 
strategy”.  From this description, it can be inferred that the first 
designation refers to a situation, the second articulate values and 
rights related to this situation, and the third talks about the im-
plementation in policy and practical level (Berman and Paradies 
2010, 7). Rosado gives an operational definition of multicultur-
alism as “a system of beliefs and behaviors that recognizes and 
respects the presence of all diverse groups in an organization 
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or society, acknowledges and values their socio-cultural differ-
ences, and encourages and enables their continued contribution 
within an inclusive cultural context which empowers all within 
the organization or society” (Rosado 1996, 2).  
Multiculturalism can also be understood as the place of di-
verse cultures within the framework of certain community. The 
term “multiculturalism” denotes its recognition that cultural di-
versity in a certain society is a valued gift that enriches commu-
nity life and relationship (Sebastian 2014, 338). It is worth men-
tioning here that in multicultural society a cultural relativism 
does exist. It can be described as the unsound basis for accep-
tance of others’ values. The acceptance is not based on the worth 
of those values, but on the expression of those values by others. 
In other words, what is considered relevant is not its source, but 
the effect of that certain value on society.
Azra explains that multiculturalism is basically a worldview 
that can be translated into several cultural policies emphasizing 
on acceptance toward the reality of religion, plurality and multi-
ple cultures that exist in the society. Parekh, as quoted by Azra, 
states, “A Multicultural society, then is one that includes sever-
al cultural communities with their overlapping but nonetheless 
distinct conception of the world, the system of meaning, values, 
forms of social organizations, histories, customs and practices” 
(Azra 2007). Parsudi Suparlan says multiculturalism is an ide-
ology that admits and praise differences on an equal level either 
individually or culturally (Suparlan 2002). In short, it can be 
concluded that multiculturalism is recognition of the existence 
of diversity in culture.
Categorizing Multiculturalism
Parekh, as quoted by Azra, differentiates multiculturalism 
into five categories. (1) Isolationist multiculturalism. It refers to 
a society where multiple cultural groups can live autonomously 
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and involved in a just minimal interaction each other. (2) Ac-
commodative multiculturalism. A society with a dominant cul-
ture makes accommodations for the minority culture. It pro-
vides and formulates the rule and law for the minority group 
to maintain and develop their culture. On the other hand, the 
minority group does not oppose the dominant culture. This type 
of multiculturalism is applied in some European countries.  (3) 
Automatic multiculturalism. The society is pluralistic where cul-
tural groups try to bring equality with dominant culture into 
reality and insist to autonomous life in a political framework, 
which can be accepted collectively. The interest of the cultural 
groups is to defend their way of life having the equal rights with 
the dominant group. They challenge the dominant group and 
create a society where all groups can exist equally. (4) Critical 
and interactive multiculturalism. The society is pluralistic where 
the cultural groups are not concerned themselves with auton-
omous culture, but more on forming collective creation which 
reflect and assert their distinctive perspectives. (5) Cosmopolitan 
multiculturalism. The society tries to abolish cultural borders 
at all in order to create a society in which every individual is 
no more bound with a certain culture, and vice versa, involved 
in intercultural experimentations and at the same time develop 
each culture (Azra 2007). 
From the elucidation above, it can be inferred that multi-
cultural society can be understood as the society that includes 
several cultural communities with their overlapping but with a 
distinct conception of the world, the system of meaning, values, 
form of social organizations, histories, customs and practices. 
This is, in short, the characteristic that exists in multicultural 
society.  
Now, let us examine and relate multicultural society in re-
lation with Islamic education, and particularly the teacher of 
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religious education. It must be emphasized that Islam does rec-
ognize the existence of different people with their commonal-
ities; this is clearly prescribed in the Qur’an.  Islam encourag-
es its followers to encounter one another, that is to cultivate 
coexistence (ta‘āruf) with other people regardless differences in 
culture, ethnicity, language, race and belief or religion. Since Is-
lam expects the Muslims to deal with other people of different 
backgrounds so the aim of Islamic education is to connect with 
those people on the basis of what they share and differ about. 
In connection with this it must be made clear that firstly Islamic 
education is guided by the attainment of virtue and justice. Sec-
ondly, Islamic education has to be implemented in a way that 
can stimulate encounters of human interdependence and coex-
istence. Thirdly, Islamic education must be practiced in such a 
way to support awareness or attentiveness that can counteract 
the threatening dangers of dogmatism, denial of the others, and 
injustice. In principle, Islamic education must create space for 
culture and understanding to connect without sacrificing virtue 
and justice (Waghid and Davids 2014, 125). Thus, the primary 
aim of Islamic education is to cultivate human coexistence re-
gardless of people’s differences. Cultivating human coexistence 
in Islamic education needs a big effort from the respective teach-
er, especially that of religious education, in the classroom.  This 
brings us to the discussion on the exemplary teacher of religious 
education.
Idealizing Teacher of Religious Education 
Concept of Teacher 
In Islamic literature, there are a lot of terms used to refer to 
the word teacher. The word ‘teacher’ means someone who has 
the duty of teaching. In Arabic, there are a number of words 
containing the meaning of teaching, such as ustadz, mudarris, 
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mu‘allim, and muaddib (Nata 2006, 61). In some educational 
literature, the term teacher often represents the term educator. 
The teacher is someone whose duty is to teach a lesson or to 
give instructions in a class or school. More specifically, it can be 
said that teacher is someone working in the field of education 
and instructions that is responsible for helping pupils getting 
his or her maturity. According to Tafsir (2007, 75), a teacher is 
an educator who is holding subjects in school.  Usman regards 
teacher as job title or profession that requires special skills as 
to teach. To be a teacher is not easy, as it requires special condi-
tions, especially as professional teachers who have to master the 
intricacies of true education and teaching with a variety of other 
science that needs to be nurtured and developed through specific 
training and education (Usman 2001, 5).
Meanwhile, Daradjat said that teacher is a professional ed-
ucator as he or she has implicitly dedicated his or her self to 
receive and bear the responsibility of educating those children, 
which originally become their parents’ responsibility. When par-
ents send their children to school they have handed over the 
responsibility of educating those children to a teacher.  It is un-
thinkable that parents deliver their children to any irresponsible 
teacher or school.  That is why not every person can be or is en-
titled to be called teacher (Daradjat 1993, 39). It should be not-
ed that in the implementation of Islamic religious education the 
role of the teacher is highly important because it is the teacher 
who can navigate to whatever direction the education is direct-
ed. Now let us turn to discuss what kind of profile of teacher is 
promoted in Islam.
Profile of Teacher of Religious Education 
It is imperative to note that so far the practice of education 
in the learning process of religious education in the class, partic-
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ularly in Indonesian context, mostly focused much on cognitive 
aspect rather than growing awareness of religious values, and it 
also often ignores affective aspect that is the will to practice val-
ues of religious teachings. As a consequence, there is a discrep-
ancy between knowledge and practice of religious values. Thus, 
(Islamic) religious education fails to shape Islamic personalities 
in the selves of pupils (Muhaimin 2002, 88). I think this discrep-
ancy must be stopped from continuing, and we can put our hope 
to do this duty on the hand of teachers of religious education, 
because at schools it is the teacher who can play this essential 
role in order to bridge these gaps. 
A Muslim teacher has a responsibility to make learning pro-
cess of religious education at school touches not only cognitive 
aspect but also affective and psychomotor aspect as well. In this 
case what is needed is a supreme teacher. In Islamic perspective, 
such an idealized teacher can be found in an ultimate profile of 
teacher, as many Muslim scholars have promoted.
Al-Qalqasyandi, a Muslim educator in the era of the Fatim-
id caliph in Egypt, described the profile of teacher of religious 
education as follows. Firstly, from the perspective of physical 
requirements: (a) the teacher must have a great body, (b) the 
teacher must have a shining face, (c) the teacher must have a 
wide forehead and clean from hair. Secondly, from the perspec-
tive of psychological requirements: (a) the teacher must have a 
healthy mind, (b) the teacher must have keen understanding, (c) 
the teacher must have civilized heart, be fair and knight, (d) the 
teacher must have a broad chest, (e) the teacher must know the 
meaning of what he or she talks about, (f) the teacher must have 
a clear statement and easily understood, (f) the teacher must 
choose glorious words, (g) the teacher must avoid something 
leading to words that are not clear (Zuhairini 1995, 169–70).
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Meanwhile, Muhammad Athiyyah al-Abrasy, another prom-
inent Muslim scholar, states that a Muslim teacher must have 
seven characters. (1) A teacher must have ascetic nature that is 
not prioritizing getting materials in performing his or her duty 
except hoping the sincere from God. This does not mean that 
a teacher cannot receive materials reward, because he or she is 
still a human being who is in need of money to support his or 
her life. (2) A teacher must have a clean soul and good morals 
and avoid the disgraceful nature. (3) A teacher must be sincere in 
performing his or her duty, and always sincere to add knowledge 
to his or her pupils for the sake of their success. (4) A teacher 
must be forgiven for his or her pupils, he should be able to re-
frain from anger, and should have a lot of patience and com-
passion to his or her pupils. (5) A teacher must put himself or 
herself as father or mother for his or her pupils, in other words, 
a teacher must love his or her pupils as his or her own children. 
(6) A teacher must know the talent, temperament and charac-
ter of his or her pupils, this is meant that a teacher will not be 
wrong in comprehending his or her pupils, and make it easy for 
the teacher determining learning strategy according to the level 
of intelligence of his or her pupils. (7) A teacher must master the 
subject matter he or she is teaching and must develop his or her 
knowledge continuously (Nata 2006, 72–76). 
In addition, in the context of teaching and learning process 
in the atmosphere of multicultural society teachers should learn 
their students’ identity and backgrounds to become more cultur-
ally competent (Aronson, Amatullah, and Laughter 2016, 145). 
In other words, the teacher may not become ignorant about 
their students’ religious beliefs, because being ignorant in that 
matter will result in insensitivity, inequity and marginalization 
(Allgood 2016, 274). Therefore, in order to perform their duty 
at maximum level teachers must be aware to enhance academic 
E M P OW E R I N G  T E AC H E R  O F  R E L I G I O U S  E D U CAT I O N
Walisongo: Jurnal Penelitian Sosial Keagamaan 187
skill and concepts and to engage in critical reflection as well as 
to upgrade their competence. 
Basically, the profile above reveals the personal and pro-
fessional aspect of a teacher. Personal aspect concerns about 
personality of the teacher itself put in the main position and is 
hoped to shine in a social dimension in the relationship between 
teacher and its pupils, its colleagues, and community.  Mean-
while, professional aspect concerns the role of the profession as 
a teacher in the sense of having professional qualification as a 
teacher.
Put in Indonesian context, professional aspect of teacher can 
be traced in the law of Republic of Indonesia No. 14 year 2005 
stating that: “A teacher is professional educator with the main 
task of educating, teaching, guiding, directing, training, assessing 
and evaluating leaners in early childhood education in the for-
mal education, basic education and middle education” (Nuansa 
Aulia’s Editor 2006). Furthermore, concerning the professional-
ism, which must be held by every teacher, the Law outlines the 
principles of professionalism as follows. (1) Having talent, en-
thusiasm, spirit call and idealism. (2) Having a commitment to 
improving the quality of education, faith, piety and good char-
acter. (3) Having academic qualifications and educational back-
ground according to the field of duty. (4) Having the necessary 
competence in accordance with the task. (5) Having the respon-
sibility for the execution of tasks professionalism. (6) Earning 
income determined in accordance with work performance. (7) 
Having the opportunity to develop in a sustainable manner with 
the professionalism of lifelong learning. (8) Having legal pro-
tection in carrying out the task of professionalism. (9) Having a 
professional organization that has the authority to regulate mat-
ters relating to the duties of professionalism of teachers (Nuansa 
Aulia’s Editor 2006, 20–21). 
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These are qualities that should be possessed by the profes-
sional teacher. It is worth noting that in performing their duties 
professional teachers should also have competence in their stu-
dents’ cultures, as it is assumed that teachers who are culturally 
competent have a better awareness of their cultural, ethnic, and 
gender attitudes, expectations, learning preferences, teaching 
style, and personal biases (Bilal and Rizvi 2016, 238). It should 
be added that every professional teacher has an obligation to 
defend their students’ religious identities and sensibilities in the 
same way that they would protect their racial, ethnic, and lin-
guistic identities (Allgood 2016, 278). That is the main function 
of the teacher in the classroom.
A teacher is required for a commitment to professionalism 
in carrying out his or her duties. One is said to be a professional 
when there is an inherent nature of highly dedicative on his or 
her job, an attitude of commitment to quality and process and 
the work, as well as the attitude of continuous improvement, 
which is always trying to improve and update the models or the 
way of working in accordance with the guidance of his time on 
an ongoing basis, which based on the sharp awareness that the 
task of educating is the task of preparing the next generation 
who will live in his time in the future (Muhaimin 2006, 7–8). 
This profile of idealized teacher can be made as a role model. 
When a teacher accomplish his or her duty of giving instruction 
at school he or she must understand the nature of our society, 
which is not homogenous, but diverse and pluralistic. This brings 
us to the discussion on how to empower teachers of religious ed-
ucation who are capable of performing their job successfully in 
multicultural society.
Empowering Teacher of Religious Education 
Need for a Multicultural Education
Nowadays, despite its major educational reform teacher ed-
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ucation is still unable to address the issues of multiculturalism 
and multicultural needs of future teachers.   Even in America, 
one of the biggest multicultural countries, pre-service teachers 
have been said as not being prepared to deal with the challenges 
of multicultural/ cross-cultural education. The consequence of 
it is pre-service teachers in that country felt inadequate to deal 
with either cognitive or affective aspect of multicultural educa-
tion (Barry and Lechner 1995, 150). Therefore, a multicultural 
education is needed for teachers in order to teach students com-
ing from different background either the level of socio-econom-
ic, cultural heritage or religious affiliation. The advantage gained 
is that teachers who are culturally competent will show a better 
awareness of their cultural, ethnic, gender attitudes, teaching 
style as well as personal biases. However, it must be admitted 
that to develop cultural competency is quite hard since it re-
quires several conditions and also needs time (Bilal and Rizvi 
2016, 237–38). In spite of being hard, some actions need to be 
taken in order to materialize that goal, particularly in the Indo-
nesian context. 
Talking about a concept of multicultural education, James 
Bank (2007, 83–94) explains that values in multicultural educa-
tion have to be promulgated in the instructional process, which 
has several dimensions. The dimensions are: (1) Content inte-
gration, which means that all material being taught to students 
in the class should be integrated with views of other religious 
groups, to enlarge the student’s insight with perspective of oth-
ers. (2) Knowledge construction, which means students are in-
volved in the process of attaining knowledge with critical think-
ing. (3) Prejudice reduction, which means students are trained to 
reduce prejudice to others, and to develop their attitude in line 
with values of democracy. (4) Equity pedagogy, which means 
students are taught that human beings are equal and any form 
of discrimination is not allowed to be practiced.
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Developing Multicultural Awareness in School
In order to be able to cope with the diversity in our society, 
it is imperative to make teachers of religious education aware 
of what is going on. Steps that must be taken by teachers of 
religious education in developing multicultural awareness in the 
school include the following points. First of all teachers of reli-
gious education must understand the trends that have emerged 
in this era of unlimited technology and communication, which is 
not only a challenge for teachers of religion but also for religious 
communities at large. Those trends are (1) internal diversity, (2) 
structural diversity, (3) cultural pluralism, (4) scientific criticism, 
that is a criticism of science against religious explanations that 
are still traditional (Muhaimin 2002, 35). Thus, even inside cir-
cles itself a different understanding of certain matters does exist. 
Teachers of religious education should take this into their con-
sideration.
The tendency of internal diversity, structural diversity and 
cultural pluralism affirmed the need for learning efforts of (Is-
lamic) religious education capable of forming personal piety and 
social piety on students. The task of a teacher of religious edu-
cation is not only to transfer religious knowledge to learners but 
also to maintain religious education in order not to foster the 
spirit of fanaticism, because cultivating an attitude of intoler-
ance among the public and students will only weaken religious 
life harmony and national unity.  For Indonesian context, the 
pluralistic society, whether in religion, ethnicity, race, tradition, 
culture and so on, are vulnerable to the emergence of disagree-
ments and social conflicts. Therefore, religion in public life can 
act as a unifying factor and, on the contrary, can act as a breaker 
factor as well. Pluralistic society requires a bond of civility, the 
association between each other are bound together in a ‘civility’. 
This tie can actually be built on the values  of universal religion. 
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Therefore, teachers of religious education are required to be 
able to teach subject matters that function as a moral guide in 
the life of the pluralistic or multicultural society. In addition, 
teachers of religious education is also tested for their ability to 
elevate the dimensions of conceptual and substantial religious 
teachings, such as honesty, fairness, solidarity, awareness of their 
rights and obligations, sincerity in giving and so on, to be real-
ized with the life of a pluralistic society mentioned (Yaqin 2005, 
56). 
Unfortunately, however, a paradigm in religious understand-
ing adopted by our society is still relatively exclusive. This un-
derstanding cannot be underestimated because, in addition to 
being one of the causes of conflict, this understanding can form 
a personal antipathy toward people of other religions and close 
space for dialogue with other religions. Such a condition will 
raise personal feel that his or her religion is the truest one and 
other streams are wrong and even heretical which in turn will 
bring an attitude of destroying and damaging other religions or 
sects (Yaqin 2005, 56). 
It must be admitted that in Islamic education many teachers 
are still applying the conventional method and utilize indoctri-
nation approach, which tends to deny the reality of plurality. It 
is hard to determine what number their percentage is but the fact 
is that they do exist. In turn, this approach will produce total-
istic perspective of social and moral philosophy, which is quite 
dangerous when delivering Islamic teachings to their students. 
This approach must be corrected, and education of anti-radical-
ism needs to be brought and implemented in Islamic education 
curriculum (Maarif 2017, 56). In addition to that when deliver-
ing a lesson in the class, teachers of religious education should 
be able to establish the relevance of Islamic teachings to each 
area of modern knowledge (Muslih 2009, 23). This is one of the 
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efforts to understand Islamic religious teachings with an open 
mind while absorbing perspective of others or outsiders.
To prevent religious understanding of this exclusive society 
from continuing to grow it is necessary to take some precaution-
ary measures. Measures to be undertaken are, among others, 
the construction of a more inclusive understanding of religious 
plurality, understanding of multicultural society, undertaking 
persuasive-dialogues, carrying out society development through 
education, mass media and social interaction (Yaqin 2005, 56). 
Promulgating Inclusive Understanding of Religiosity
One of the channels to construct a more inclusive under-
standing of religion, I believe, is through empowering teachers 
at schools in delivering the subject of religious education to their 
students. To materialize this goal teacher of religious education 
must be upgraded in terms of awareness and understanding of 
being part of multicultural society that is diverse in nature. Fur-
thermore, they must be empowered in terms of knowledge and 
skill in delivering the subject of religious education to their stu-
dents in school.
Preparing students to be mature and to be a good member 
of multicultural society is a great task of teachers of religious 
education. In order to be able to arrive this ideal teacher of reli-
gious education should teach and internalize in the mind of the 
student’s certain paradigms of religious understanding to make 
the students tolerant and respect to other people of different cul-
tures and religions. The following are among the paradigms that 
teachers of religious education should promote to their students. 
The first is plural and inclusive paradigm of religiosity. This 
means that it can receive opinions and understanding of other 
religions that have a base of divinity and humanity. Understand-
ing cultural diversity means accepting the diversity of cultural 
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expressions containing values  of humanity. While the humanist 
understanding is to recognize the importance of human values  in 
religion, which means someone who is religious should be able 
to implement the values  of humanity, respect the rights of others, 
care for others and try to build peace for all mankind. The sec-
ond is a persuasive-dialogue paradigm, which means forwarding 
more dialogue and peaceful ways to see the disputes and differ-
ences of religious understanding rather than doing physical mea-
sures such as terrorism, war, and other forms of violence. The 
third is a contextual paradigm, which means applying critical 
thinking in understanding religious texts that cannot be contest-
ed. However, some of the religious texts still require critical in-
terpretation in efforts to address current religious problems. The 
fourth is a substantive paradigm, which applies religious values 
rather than just looks and glorifies religious symbols. Last but 
not least is the paradigm of active understanding of the social, 
which means that religion is not a means of fulfilling the needs 
of personal spirituality only, but the more important one is to 
build unity and solidarity for all of humanity through real social 
actions that can improve the welfare of mankind (Yaqin 2005, 
57).   
By establishing a paradigm in understanding religious teach-
ings, which is more humanist, pluralist, and contextual it is 
expected that universal values  that exist in a religion such as 
truth, justice, humanity, peace, and welfare of mankind can be 
enforced in order to stimulate the harmony and peace among 
religions. The orientation of education should not refer only to 
the formation of the religious understanding of texts and rituals, 
but also refers to the contextual and social understanding. The 
curriculum is expected not only aims at building the capacity of 
students to religious subjects but also to build a sense of students 
who are religious and caring (Yaqin 2005, 57). 
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Therefore, teachers of religious education should always pay 
attention to the following issues in order to establish an effec-
tive Islamic education system. Firstly, teachers should teach their 
students how to respect the lives of others. Secondly, teachers 
should give their students the opportunity to get them involved 
in the deliberations – a process where students can speak their 
minds. Thirdly, teachers should teach their students about their 
rights for the protection of life, liberty, and property, the right 
to freedom of conscience and the right of association (Waghid 
2013, 330).
It should be emphasized here once again, that teacher is an 
important factor in the implementation of religious values  of 
inclusive and moderate understanding in schools. Teachers have 
a significant role in religious education based on multicultural 
society. If a teacher has a religious understanding paradigm that 
is inclusive and moderate, then he or she will also be able to 
teach and implement these values  of religiosity to the students 
in the school. 
For this reason, teachers of religious education should al-
ways promulgate and cultivate certain basic character into the 
mind and soul of their students. These characters, among oth-
ers are, respect and responsibility, honesty, fairness, tolerance, 
wisdom, discipline, helpfulness, compassion, cooperation, cour-
age, and a set of democratic values. Certainly, the teachers of 
religious education should teach those characters under an Is-
lamic education system once the model of Islamic education is 
developed on democratic, participatory, and humanist spheres. 
It is believed that in this model of Islamic education student will 
learn a lot, and in turn, they can provide themselves with skills 
such as mutual respect, freedom of speech and expression as 
well as being able to live together with other people having dif-
ferent perspectives (Maarif 2017, 54). 
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Teachers of religious education must be empowered to con-
tinue developing awareness of multiculturalism to their stu-
dents. The multiculturalist attitude in life is not getting people 
to religion by way of syncretism, interpreting that all religions 
are the same or trying to mix blend of all religions into one. 
Nor asking someone to do a synthesis of religion or creating a 
new religion but what is meant by the multiculturalist attitude 
is the attitude that agrees with his or her differences (agree in 
disagreement). He or she is convinced that the religion that he or 
she embraces is the most correct and good; nevertheless, among 
religions, there are differences and also similarities (Muhaimin 
2002, 140). 
Thus, something that teachers of religious education should 
promote is the attitude of tolerance and respect to others.  This 
is an important attitude as religious intolerance can damage stu-
dents’ interpersonal relationships. Education is believed to be 
able to play a significant role in public life both in political and 
cultural aspects. So that it is one of the best media for preparing 
and shaping social life and takes a central position in transform-
ing values and idealism into practice (Nuryatno 2008, 81). 
In the context of diverse society, religious education can be 
utilized as a means of promoting an attitude of tolerance, as 
King said that, “Religious Education has always been seen as a 
subject which contributes positively to both multi-cultural and 
intercultural studies” (King 2010, 284). In Indonesian context, it 
is really suitable to use (Islamic) religious education for promot-
ing the values of tolerance in multicultural society.
Due to this central position, (Islamic) religious education 
can be utilized in the best way to promote good values of Is-
lamic teachings to all students for the benefit of not only Mus-
lims but also for the whole humankind in the universe. As the 
teachers become the main actor in the educational sphere, they 
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bear responsibility to promote the values and Islamic teachings 
that benefit to all. In order to establish pupils or students who 
are able to live together in a multicultural society, the teachers 
of religious education in the classroom should promote values 
such as tolerance and respecting others of different faiths. Thus, 
in this context, empowering teachers of religious education in 
promoting values and teachings of Islam as a blessing for the 
entire universe (rahmatan lil ‘ālamīn) in order to be fit with the 
nature of multicultural society where we are living now is a must 
and therefore recommended.
Conclusion
In the discussion above I have argued the importance of 
making the teacher of religious education aware of what is going 
on in our society, and of upgrading and empowering the teach-
ers and drive them to internalize certain paradigms of religious 
understanding in the mind of the students in order to be fit in 
with the nature of multicultural society. Afterwards, conclusions 
can be drawn in several points as follows. 
Firstly, multicultural society can be understood as a society 
which consists of several cultural communities with their over-
lapping but distinct conception of the world, system of mean-
ing, values, forms of social organizations, histories, customs and 
practices. In other words, multiculturalism can be described as 
an ideology that admits and praise differences on an equal level 
either individually or culturally. 
Secondly, the idealized profile of teacher of religious edu-
cation is a type of teacher who meets certain qualifications 
prescribed by Islamic teachings and Islamic heritage, and in In-
donesian context, also as guided by the law and regulation in 
Indonesia. The qualified teachers of religious education who fit 
in for performing their job in multicultural society like Indone-
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sia are those who have certain characteristic compatible with 
the nature of that society, such as, among others, having sense of 
tolerance and respect to the faiths or beliefs of others. 
Thirdly, teachers of religious education play a significant role 
in forming students’ character as the teachers can navigate their 
students to a certain direction. Therefore, these teachers should 
be made aware of their task, namely producing students possess-
ing good characters and prepare them to be good members of 
society which is diverse in nature. For this purpose, firstly teach-
ers of religious education must be upgraded in terms of aware-
ness of being part of multicultural society. Afterwards, they must 
be empowered in terms of knowledge and skill in delivering the 
subject to their students in school. In preparing their students to 
be good members of multicultural society, teachers of religious 
education should adopt certain paradigms of religious under-
standing to make them tolerant and respect other people having 
different cultures and religions. In addition, the teachers should 
develop and promulgate an inclusive understanding of religiosi-
ty to their students. The goal to be achieved is to form personal 
pity as well as social pity on students to strengthen harmony and 
national unity. In short, teachers of religious education bear the 
responsibility to promote the values and Islamic teachings that 
benefit to all, as Islam is a blessing for the entire universe.
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